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THE DEVELOPMENT OF 
ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY IN 
ARGENTINA 
Bernadette Ryan 
Introduction 
In 1991 environmental concerns came to 
the forefront in Argentina. The creation of the 
Natural Resources and Human Environment 
Secretariat and the passage of the Hazardous 
Waste Law were symbols of a new awareness 
at the government level of the need to improve 
the quality of life in the country. (Perrier, 
"Agile Laws ... ," p. 46) Argentina has overcome 
economic, political and structural barriers to 
reach the level of environmental management 
it has today. The introduction of federal envi-
ronmental policy began during a time when 
the economy of Argentina was described by the 
World Bank Development Report as a devel-
oping country with a lower-middle income 
economy. (World Bank, 1992, p. 200) In 1992 
the nation's total external debt exceeded 67 bil-
lion dollars and has not decreased significant-
ly since that time. (World Bank, 1994, p. 201) 
In addition to the financial burden of the 
national debt, Argentina is faced with prob-
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lems of rapid urbanization, poverty, infra-
structure degradation and a declining standard 
of living. (Herrera et al., pp. 2-3) Structurally, 
the Argentine constitution has made it very 
difficult to develop uniform and effective 
national environmental policies because it 
maintains strict provincial authority over most 
environmental concerns. ("A Political and 
Institutional Map," p. 18) Primarily, the con-
cerns for growth by a country that has been 
stagnating for almost forty years have not pro-
vided particularly fertile ground for the recog-
nition of trade-offs between growth and envi-
ronmental needs. Furthermore, the austerity 
imposed on public sector finances by the 
Convertibility Plan has limited the inclination 
by the government to invest in the infrastruc-
ture necessary to resolve problems in urban 
sanitation, housing and poverty. (Cristini and 
Chisari, p. 2) In short, the nation has had nei-
ther the economic flexibility nor the political 
infrastructure to easily take action on envi-
ronmental issues. 
Despite these barriers, Argentina has 
aggressively addressed environmental issues 
by creating new government organizations 
dedicated solely to environmental concerns. 
For the first time at the federal level environ-
mental laws on hazardous waste and energy 
issues have been written and successfully exe-
cuted. There has also been a massive expan-
sion of environmental awareness on the part 
of the general public of Argentina. As a result, 
a new environmental activism has emerged 
from the existence of an environmentally con-
scious consumer market and the creation of 
more than one thousand environmental non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) to voice 
concerns. (Perrier, "Consumer Awareness," p. 
98) Private companies have followed the gov-
ernment's lead as they "green up for the 
future " by implementing environmentally 
sound business strategies. (Balestra, p. 7 4) In 
January 1994 the nation 's environmental 
progress received international recognition 
when Buenos Aires was asked to host the 19th 
Session of the General Assembly of the World 
Conservation Union (UICN). (Curutchet, p. 
14) Undoubtedly, environmental improve-
ment has become a prominent objective of 
national policy despite the financial and struc-
tural obstacles. 
The purpose of this article is to examine 
the barriers that Argentina has had to over-
come and the influences which have prompt-
ed the current environmental strategy. First, 
I describe the economic growth/environmen-
tal improvement paradox perceived by devel-
oping countries. Then I explain the comple-
mentary relationship between development 
and growth which is captured in the theory of 
sustainable development. Next, I discuss the 
international and domestic factors which ulti-
mately transformed the perspective of 
Argentina towards an objective of sustainable 
development: i.e. the global marketplace, mul-
tilateral trade and environmental agreements, 
financial aid, public awareness and environ-
mental degradation. Finally, I conclude with 
selected criticisms of the environmental 
actions that have developed and the perceived 
value of these actions. 
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The Theoretical Justification for 
Environmental Policy 
Sustainable development is the parallel 
pursuit of long term environmental improve-
ment and economic growth. Alternatively, the 
World Commission on Environment and 
Development defines sustainable development 
as development that "meets the needs and aspi-
rations of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs." (U.S. Congress, p. 37) In terms of 
the environment, the key element in both of 
these perspectives is that economic growth can 
be sustainable: i.e. it can preserve natural 
resources and protect the environment from 
degradation while simultaneously improving 
the quality of life. The concept does not mean 
to produce less, but rather to produce differ-
ently. The successful implementation of sus-
tainable development policies for the global 
environment is, however, hindered by the dif-
ferent priorities and objectives of many coun-
tries. In fact, the World Bank describes the 
achievement of sustained and equitable devel-
opment as "the greatest challenge facing the 
human race." (World Bank, 1992, p. 1) 
Many developing countries view environ-
mental management and economic growth as 
contradictory. The concept that both could 
occur simultaneously is not easily understood. 
The different perspectives of the relationship 
between development and environmental man-
agement are part of the ongoing North-South 
debate, with "North" used to refer to developed 
nations and "South" to developing countries. 
The South maintains the position that the 
North is unfairly imposing unnecessarily high 
environmental standards on poor developing 
countries. Many developing countries believe 
that the health and well-being of the popula-
tion could be better served by focusing on 
methods to achieve economic growth. The 
South's argument emphasizes the fact that 
developed nations generally have greater per 
capita pollution and resource use than devel-
oping countries even though the North imple-
ments stricter environmental controls. 
Furthermore, developing countries are then 
pressured by the North to invest limited capi-
tal resources in stricter environmental stan-
dards from the fear of losing market access or 
financial support. On the other hand, the North 
justifies the demands for higher uniform, 
multinational standards because countries with 
weaker environmental standards could gain a 
competitive advantage in the global market-
place. The North is also concerned that the 
apparent advantage will further reduce the 
incentive to invest in the environment. In 
response, the South argues that the North has 
already achieved economic growth and inter-
prets the pressures to adopt stricter environ-
mental policies as a hindrance to economic 
advancement. Developing nations also consid-
er the North's position hypocritical because the 
latter has been the root cause of many of the 
world environmental problems. Specifically, it 
has been predominantly the developed nations 
that have stripped the Amazon of its trees and 
created chloroflorocarbons (CFCs). (U.S. 
Congress, pp. 52-56) Jonathan Lash, the 
President of the World Resources Institute, cap-
tured the essence of the environmental and 
development aspects of the North-South debate 
by noting that many developing countries are 
exploiting their natural resources to gain eco-
nomic advantage, while many highly industri-
alized nations are now assessing their environ-
mental degradation. (Griffa, p. 7) 
The World Development Report 1992 of 
the World Bank attempts to resolve the eco-
nomic growth/environmental improvement 
paradox perceived by developing countries by 
focusing on the complementary aspects of eco-
nomic development and sound environmental 
management. The report argues that econom-
ic growth is essential for sustained poverty 
reduction, but that, if carelessly achieved, can 
often cause serious environmental damage. The 
World Bank report also tries to explain how the 
adverse effects of economic growth can be 
reduced with effective policies and institutions. 
It illustrates that income growth can provide 
the resources for improved environmental 
management, but that environmentally unsus-
tainable growth will limit the growth potential 
for future generations. (World Bank, 1992, p. 
25) There are, in fact, concrete examples of poor 
management of natural resources constraining 
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development in countries dependent on the 
income from these natural resources. For 
example, the sheep ranches of the Patagonia 
region that helped make Argentina's per capita 
income the seventh-highest in the world dur-
ing the first half of the twentieth century have 
been plagued by decades of overgrazing. The 
barren plateau that remains from what was 
once a delicate ecosystem of shrubs and grass-
lands now contains very limited economic 
potential. (Nash, 1994, p. A1) Ultimately, the 
poverty that persists on the overcultivated land 
has forced people to move into the already over-
crowded cities. This example and others in the 
World Bank's World Development Report 1992 
emphasize that a development strategy with 
effective environmental considerations is nec-
essary if developing nations are to achieve long 
term economic growth. 
Influences toward Change in 
Environmental Strategy 
The Global Marketplace 
The abundance of pressures on developing 
nations to change their environmental policies 
has often generated resentment and distrust 
towards developed nations and their efforts to 
protect the global environment. As a developing 
nation, Argentina has typified this feeling for 
many years as she has largely ignored environ-
mental concerns. However, the recent creation 
of the federal Secretariat of Natural Resources 
and Human Environment dedicated solely to 
environmental interests has marked the begin-
ning of a new environmental strategy in 
Argentina. Overall, the nation has made extra-
ordinary progress in the area of sustainable 
development since 19.90 despite persistent eco-
nomic and structural barriers. What influences 
have changed the perspective of the Argentine 
federal government from an exploit-for-growth 
strategy to a sustainable development strategy? 
President Menem describes one of the influences 
which shaped the nation's environmental strat-
egy in the following statement: 
In the future, trade will be conditioned, 
to an even greater degree, by the increas-
ing importance placed on the care given 
to the environment during the produc-
tion process .... They (Argentine bus~­
nesses) will have to be ever more e_fft-
cient in order to increase production 
and profits while meeting ecological 
legal standards .... A country which does 
not take ecology into account will not be 
considered trustworthy when it comes 
time to carry out commercial transac-
tions, and it will be condemned to back-
wardness and poverty. (Menem, p. 11) 
Years of political and economic turmoil 
and isolationist policies kept Argentina out of 
the environmental development mainstream. 
(Oromf, p. 84) However, Argentina's economy 
is now more integrated into the world econo-
my because of economic reforms implemented 
over the past five years. In today's financial mar-
kets , positive trade balances are vital to 
Argentina's financial credibility and necessary 
to support the sixty-seven billion dollar exter-
nal debt. (Menem, p. 11) Additionally, interna-
tional trade is especially important to the fed-
eral government because, as is the case in many 
other Latin American countries, the federal 
budget is largely dependent on revenue from 
export taxes. In 1990, for example, 11.4 percent 
of Argentine government revenue came from 
taxes on external trade and transactions, com-
pared to only 1.0 percent in the United States. 
(World Bank, 1992, p. 183) The federal govern-
ment has addressed the dependency of trade on 
environmental issues by encouraging (and 
requiring) environmentally sound processes 
and products in new policies. From a political 
standpoint, the government's environmental 
policy is also aimed at achieving a better qual-
ity of life. (Menem, p. 11) 
Gradually Argentine companies are learn-
ing that it is not enough to make goods of excel-
lent quality at reasonable prices, but that they 
must now also adjust their production standards 
to meet international environmental quality 
standards. (Santangelo, p. 80) Established inter-
national norms and rapidly developing domes-
tic ones are placing ever-increasing pressure on 
business and industry. (Oromf, p. 84) These 
global environmental trends are also influenc-
ing the opinions and actions of Argentine exec-
utives and changing their view of environmen-
tal concerns into a long-term investment. 
(Simcovich, p. 64) 
Several prominent Argentine business-
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people have taken it upon themselves to imple-
ment leading environmental strategies in their 
own companies as a good example to others. 
For instance, Ipako, a petrochemical company, 
recently implemented the first pilot recycling 
program in Argentina. Also, the construction 
and location of Ipako's plants adhere to norms 
that are both stricter than those imposed by law 
and in accordance with the latest technology 
available. (Simcovich, p. 64) Another company, 
Cargill, one of the largest grain companies in 
the world, was one step ahead of legislation 
when it eliminated the use of asbestos and a 
polychlorate oil used in electrical transformers. 
(Simcovich, p. 68) The increasing prominence 
of environmental considerations in Argentine 
businesses has also been observed in the growth 
of the environmental consulting industry. This 
industry has expanded significantly to meet the 
need for such environmental consulting serv-
ices as environmental impact assessments and 
environmental auditing. (Caldwell, p. 33) The 
experiences of international companies have 
made Argentine businesses realize that includ-
ing environmental considerations in the prod-
uct development can not only broaden market 
share, but also reduce production costs. 
(Oromf, p. 84) 
Multinational Corporations 
Many multinational corporations head-
quartered in developed countries have positively 
influenced the environmental practices of 
developing countries. The positive impacts that 
have resulted from the presence of multina-
tional corporations contradict the argument 
often put forth by developed countries that 
developing countries with lower environmen-
tal standards would have a competitive advan-
tage in the production of certain products. In 
addition, developed countries often fear that 
countries with lower environmental standards 
will become !'pollution havens" for "dirty" 
multinational companies. To the contrary, how-
ever, both longstanding multinational cor~o­
rations in Argentina and new ones whtch 
emerged from the privatization of Argentine 
companies offer international experience and 
commitment to environmentally sound solu-
tions. Many multinational corporations have 
argued that they effectively raise environmen-
tal standards in the host country by imple-
menting higher standards carried in from the 
country of origin. These companies explain 
their adherence to higher standards by show-
ing that it is usually less costly to duplicate 
existing specifications than it is to change the 
design in an effort to capture savings from loos-
er environmental regulations. For example, 
Liquid Carbonic is a company that processes 
industrial gases in Argentina. The company's 
environmental and institutional relations man-
ager says that the firm applies U.S. environ-
mental standards, which are much higher than 
Argentine standards, to its operations to mini-
mize production costs. (Simcovich, p. 65) 
Another multinational company, 
Brassovora, a division of the British Reckitt & 
Coleman Group, had been operating in 
Argentina for more than 55 years when it decid-
ed to expand Opci6n Verde, a line of ecologi-
cally-safe cleaning products. In fact, Opci6n 
Verde was the first complete line of environ-
mentally-friendly cleaning products in 
Argentina. Brassovora decided to introduce the 
line in Argentina because it had already 
achieved success in Australia, New Zealand and 
South Mrica and had gained experience in mar-
keting and development. Furthermore, 
Brassovora expected that Argentina would be a 
good market for the new line because the com-
pany anticipated changes in Argentine legisla-
tion and consumer preferences that would 
stimulate demand for environmental goods. 
The managers of Brassovora considered that, as 
the first company to offer these products in 
Argentina, it would have the right image to gain 
a competitive advantage for environmental 
products in the future. Overall, multinational 
corporations have influenced Argentine con-
sumers by introducing advertising campaigns 
which stimulate awareness and have assisted 
domestic companies by providing experience 
and technological innovations in environmen-
tal areas. 
International Trade Agreements 
In addition to the influences from multi-
national corporations, the international com-
munity has influenced the environmental poli-
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cies of Argentina and of other developing coun-
tries through international trade agreements. 
In trade negotiations environmental priorities 
of foreign nations are directly imposed on 
Argentina when environmental terms are 
attached to trade agreements. (Lash, p. 35) As 
of August 1994, the Argentine federal govern-
ment was committed to twenty-three interna-
tional trade agreements that included environ-
mental terms. The degree of environmental 
importance in each agreement varies from 
mere suggestions to outright requirements 
with economic repercussions. In general, the 
environmental priorities of powerful trading 
partners can be easily imposed on developing 
countries such as Argentina because develop-
ing countries generally have very little leverage 
in trade negotiations. In most trade agree-
ments, Argentina cannot risk the loss of trade 
and financial resources that would follow from 
not accepting the terms. In fact, the federal gov-
ernment will usually sign international trade 
agreements with environmental conditions in 
order to increase trade possibilities regardless 
of the environmental implications. However, 
the Argentine Congress does not actually have 
the authority to commit the nation to most 
environmental conditions because the consti-
tution limits the environmental authority of 
Congress to navigation on inter-provincial 
rivers. Therefore, in order for the trade agree-
ment to be legally binding, it must be ratified 
by the provincial governments individually. Still 
the provinces are subjected to the same pres-
sures as the federal government to sign the 
agreement and also lack the leverage to reject 
the environmental conditions. 
The same constitutional limitation which 
has hindered the ability of Congress to efficient-
ly negotiate trade agreements with environ-
mental considerations has also been a major lim-
iting factor in the development of a uniform 
national environmental policy. As described 
above, the constitution limits the federal gov-
ernment to what is mostly an advisory role with 
limited enforcement capabilities in environ-
mental policy, while it grants provincial and 
municipal governments considerable autonomy. 
Furthermore, efficiency and other "learning 
curve" advantages are limited because knowledge 
and experience are spread across a variety of dif-
ferent ministries, secretariats and committees, 
with little association between them. ("A Political 
and Institutional Map," p. 18) 
In addition to the dispersion of authority 
and expertise, each province also has different 
priorities and objectives which shape its indi-
vidual environmental policies. Conflicting 
provincial priorities can create further difficul-
ties for developing uniform national policies. 
For example, solid waste management is a triv-
ial concern in provinces with low population 
density and inexpensive land resources, but it 
is an important issue in Buenos Aires where 
more than sixty percent of the national popu-
lation resides and land is expensive. (World 
Bank, 1994, p. 223) Accordingly, the province 
of Buenos Aires enforces stricter environmen-
tal regulations in waste management. Since the 
other provinces have not been confronted with 
the same severity of waste management prob-
lems, they do not want to be subjected to the 
higher costs associated with regulation. 
However, despite the fact that the whole nation 
could benefit from coordinated solid waste 
management policies because they would pro-
tect the underground water resources for the 
entire nation, the provincial governments 
remain divided. In this example, as with most 
other examples of environmental quality, coor-
dinating environmental management policies 
could benefit the whole nation in the long term. 
Furthermore, coordination within and among 
the three levels of government, each with dif-
ferent institutional structures and financial 
resources, could increase the efficiency and 
effectiveness of environmental policies. (IADB, 
1990, pp. 5-6) 
In response to the need for a united 
national position on environmental issues and 
a reduction in bureaucratic inefficiencies, the 
Federal Environmental Council (COFEMA) was 
founded in 1990. The primary purpose of the 
council is to coordinate and harmonize the 
efforts and legislation of the municipal, provin-
cial and federal governments. In addition , 
COFEMA provides a novel institutional frame-
work for trilateral decision making, which in 
turn provides for the successful implementa-
tion of decisions. ("A Political and Institutional 
Map, " pp. 18-19) COFEMA was necessary 
because in addition to the bureaucratic bene-
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fits of homogenous national policies, pressure 
from international trade negotiations and 
alliances required a uniform national position 
on environmental policies. 
MERCOSUR, the Southern Cone 
Common Market, is an alliance between 
Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay, and Argentina. The 
implications of MERCOSUR go far beyond 
trade negotiations and are important because 
they were born from an alliance between 
developing , not developed, countries. 
Environmental concerns have been included 
in the discussions from the start because the 
environment is of growing importance in the 
domestic policies of market members and in 
the public opinion of their respective popula-
tions. Specifically, environmental issues are 
addressed in MERCOSUR because the partici-
pant nations agree that societies can no longer 
overlook the relationship between economic 
development and preservation of the natural 
habitat: the fundamental philosophy behind 
sustainable development. The developing 
countries connected by MERCOSUR have rec-
ognized that environmental considerations are 
basic characteristics of international trade and 
competitiveness, and that a coordinated multi-
national environmental position can be bene-
ficial to gain leverage in GATT or OECD mar-
kets. Through MERCOSUR, the national 
officials in charge of environmental adminis-
tration and protection from each member 
country have been brought together to coor-
dinate a multinational environmental position. 
Within the political limits of MERCOSUR, the 
function of this group has been to detect 
imbalances and differences in policies and reg-
ulations that can affect the level of competi-
tiveness. (Pefia, pp. 60-62) Specifically, the 
success of MERCOSUR is extremely important 
to Argentina because it is the largest trade 
agreement affecting the economy. 
Furthermore, Argentina now realizes that a 
uniform national environmental strategy is 
essential for the development of a multina-
tional environmental position and crucial to 
the success of MERCOSUR. In effect, 
MERCOSUR has done more than stimulate 
trade among four South American nations; it 
has also improved the development and envi-
ronmental quality of each nation. 
Multilateral Environmental Agreements 
Multilateral environmental agreements are 
another macroeconomic means of harmonizing 
international environmental policies to a high-
er level. In fact, the environmental standards of 
developing countries have been raised to a 
greater degree by multilateral environmental 
agreements than by trade agreements. 
Multilateral environmental agreements have 
been more successful at influencing the envi-
ronmental policy of developing countries 
because the nature of the negotiations has been 
more appealing to developing countries. 
Developing countries favor this form of envi-
ronmental harmonizing because they are not 
pressured, but rather participate voluntarily. 
Also, developing countries have more leverage 
than they would ordinarily have in trade nego-
tiations because a nation's wealth is not taken 
into consideration when voting on environ-
mental policies. Furthermore, the purpose of 
environmental agreements is the improvement 
of environmental quality, and not the ulterior 
objectives of increasing trade or development; 
therefore, environmental considerations are 
given priority over economic concerns. Actually, 
some developing countries have complied with 
multilateral decisions which have hindered the 
country's short-term economic growth. For 
example, there are many agreements which aim 
to preserve endangered wildlife and fauna by 
reducing or banning trade in endangered 
species. But many of these endangered species 
are located in developing countries, and the 
trade restrictions on these species reduce the 
much needed revenue potential in these coun-
tries. However, regardless of the financial sacri-
fice, developing countries have chosen to com-
ply with the restrictions for the objective of 
improved environmental quality. In general , 
developing countries respond favorably to the 
use of multinational environmental agreements 
as a means of influencing environmental policy. 
Multilateral agreements, especially pure-
ly environmental agreements, are also benefi-
cial because they provide a forum to solicit 
financing and technological solutions for envi-
ronmental issues . For example, the United 
Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro in 
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June of 1992 (the Earth Summit) provided an 
open forum to compare problems and express 
opinions with countries from all over the world. 
The Earth Summit allowed Argentina the 
means to appeal directly to industrialized 
nations for support toward environmental 
development. The newly created Secretariat of 
Natural Resources and Human Environment 
reinforced Argentina 's commitment toward 
change when the Secretariat signed Agenda 21. 
(Seoane, "Administrating the Resources," pp. 
16-17) Agenda 21 is a plan of action with 40 
chapters that define 157 areas of operation in 
which the governments that adopt it (Argentina 
was the first to do so) propose to reach a level 
of development at least equal to, if not better 
than, that of 1990 by the start of the twenty-
first century. Following the Secretariat's initia-
tive, on May 7, 1993, the president and the gov-
ernors of the 23 Argentine provinces signed the 
Federal Environmental Pact, which adopted the 
plan of action of Agenda 21. COFEMA has been 
the institution used to implement Agenda 21 
because the provinces and the federal govern-
ment hold the same authority. (Cafio, p. 28) 
Another multilateral agreement, The 
Montreal Protocol, addressed the problem of 
ozone depletion. In 1990, when the protocol 
was internationally agreed upon, it called for 
the elimination of CFCs by 2000; but due to 
compliance difficulty the deadline was pushed 
back to the year 2010. (Cristini, p. 13) Argentina 
has a greater stake than most other countries 
in the success of the Montreal Protocol because 
Argentines are exposed to high levels of ultra-
violet (cancer causing) radiation from the ozone 
hole. The success of the protocol could there-
fore reduce the occurrence of cancer in 
Argentine residents. (Rensberger, p. A1) The 
depletion of the ozone layer represents a good 
example of a transborder environmental prob-
lem: an activity in one location that affects the 
Earth's environment as a whole. In other words, 
Argentina could not solve the problem with a 
unilateral approach, but rather is dependent 
upon the actions of other nations. The accep-
tance of Agenda 21 and the Montreal Protocol 
thus acknowledges the fact that environmental 
degradation is a global problem and that nation-
al coordination is necessary for economic 
growth and environmental sustainability. 
International Financial Assistance 
Financial aid from foreign nations or 
international organizations is another mecha-
nism for encouraging developing countries to 
give more emphasis to environmental policy. 
Developing countries need external financing 
for infrastructure and institutional develop-
ment. Borrowing funds from private banks has 
been difficult for Argentina since it lost credit-
worthiness during the 1982 debt crisis. 
Therefore, the Inter-American Development 
Bank (IADB) and the World Bank have both 
been significant sources of funds for the devel-
opment of Argentina and other Latin American 
countries. The loan policies of the IADB and the 
World Bank were amended in 1990 and 1987, 
respectively, to require environmental impact 
assessments (EIAs). EIAs must now be com-
pleted for all new and existing projects that 
receive financing. (Lobeto, "Dollars Green 
Equals Eco-Green," p. 57) The new loan policy 
has significant environmental implications 
because when projects are financed by loans 
from the IADB or the World Bank, the prelim-
inary cost estimates must include all costs asso-
ciated with environmental impacts. If a project 
were started without performing an EIA, then 
the actual total costs, including the environ-
mental costs, would surpass the projected esti-
mates. Insufficient funds can cause project 
delays or abandonment. Furthermore, the 
country can be burdened with an incomplete 
development project that requires additional 
financing and that may have unnecessarily 
caused environmental damages. 
The problems associated with the delay in 
performing EIAs have plagued the construc-
tion of Yacyreta (Argentina-Paraguay 
Hydroelectric Project). The IADB approved the 
financing for Yacyreta in 1973 before EIAs were 
required. The construction of the anticipated 
165,000 hectare dam and reservoir began in 
1984 without a report on the environmental 
impacts and resettlement issues. Then in 1991, 
after the loan policy of the IADB changed, a 
complete environmental and resettlement 
impact assessment was initiated. In 1992 the 
estimated cost for the environment and reset-
tlement programs exceeded 130 million dol-
lars, a figure which comprised 17.8 percent of 
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the total project cost. (Environmental 
Management Committee, p. 5) If the environ-
mental and resettlement costs had been ini-
tially included in the preliminary project cost 
estimates, then the dam probably would not 
have been constructed. Nonetheless, when 
these costs were estimated in 1992, construc-
tion continued because by then the project was 
about 86 percent complete. In this case, addi-
tional financing for minimizing the environ-
mental impacts was granted by the IADB and 
the World Bank, but commercial banks are not 
as accommodating when a project exceeds the 
budget. (IADB, 1990, pp. 25-27) 
The World Bank and the IADB also make 
special considerations for loans that improve 
the environmental situation. Therefore, financ-
ing for environmental projects is easier to 
obtain than for projects which may result in the 
environmental degradation of the country. The 
Argentine government has received financing 
for many such projects by using this initiative. 
For example, the Argentine Water and Sewage 
Program was created with 80 million dollars 
borrowed from both banks. The World Bank has 
also financed forest management initiatives, as 
well as a study of methods for protecting the 
ozone layer. Overall, the borrowed funds have 
helped to better the quality of life, expand pro-
ductive capabilities, and improve the environ-
mental situation of Argentina. 
Financial assistance from foreign nation-
al governments has also influenced the devel-
opment of environmental policy in Argentina. 
In 1991 the United States State Department 
addressed the development of environmental 
policy in Argentina by adding a new environ-
mental position to coordinate U.S./Argentine 
cooperation in the environmental field. 
(Argentina and the United States, p. 25) Then, 
in September 1993 America's Fund Agreement 
under the Enterprise for the Americas Initiative 
was created to provide financial support for 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that 
promote environmental interests and child 
development. (Argentina and the United States, 
p. 26) Overall, international influences of the 
types discussed above have positively affected 
the development of a comprehensive and coor-
dinated environmental policy in Argentina. 
Domestic Influences toward Change 
Domestic Consumer Awareness 
The transformation of environmental pol-
icy in Argentina cannot be attributed solely to 
the international influences. The environmen-
tal awareness of Argentines has come about in 
large part because of an increasing importance 
on the improvement of the quality of life. The 
growth of public concern for the environment 
is exemplified by the massive growth of envi-
ronmental NGOs in the past several years. 
Twenty years ago there were only three or four 
environmental NGOs in Argentina, but as of 
1994 there are more than one thousand. 
Environmental NGOs address political and pri-
vate business actions which affect the environ-
ment and force the actions to be modified. For 
example, in 1992 several NGOs collaborated on 
a press release that denounced the construction 
ofYacyreta for its effect on the existing ecolog-
ical conditions and the ineffective precaution-
ary measures implemented to preserve the ecol-
ogy of the area. Specifically, the Yacyreta project 
was criticized for the large number of fish that 
died due to the inadequate elevator mechanism. 
Ultimately, the NCO protests delayed the dam 
construction by requiring improvements in the 
elevator mechanisms. (IADB, 1990, p. 28) The 
growing importance of environmental NGOs is 
exemplified by the recent inclusion of repre-
sentatives of some NGOs in government regu-
latory agencies. (Escard6, p. 100) 
Domestic consumer groups have also been 
very active in educating consumers and affect-
ing political decisions on environmental issues. 
For example, the Argentine Consumer Action 
League (ADELCO) publishes independent com-
parative studies of similar products to educate 
consumers on the environmental differences 
between products. ADELCO also lobbies 
Congress, ministries, and specific business sec-
tors for action to be taken on consumer envi-
ronmental interests. The Homemakers League, 
another domestic consumer organization, uses 
the mass media to stress refuse separation, 
recycling, energy conservation, and rational 
water use. To promote environmental aware-
ness the league is currently in the process of 
publishing "Fifty Ecological Tips for the 
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Homemaker." Both of these organizations use 
education to encourage domestic consumers to 
make environmentally-conscious purchases. 
(Perrier, "Consumer Awareness," pp. 98-99) 
The education of consumers has had a 
positive impact on business in Argentina. The 
spread of environmental consciousness has cre-
ated new pressures on existing producers of 
products, but at the same time has opened up 
a potentially expansive and profitable market 
for environmental products. Currently, there 
are only a limited number of producers of "en vi-
ronmentally considerate" products, even in the 
industrialized nations. Many U.S. companies 
have recognized the potential of this expanding 
market, but the consumer demand for "green 
products" is continually growing and supply is 
limited. (U.S. Congress, p. 94) Several 
Argentine businesses have modeled the 
progress of American companies and being 
among the first "green" businesses in Argentina 
has enabled them to achieve considerable suc-
cess. For example, when Brassovora presented 
the first line of environmentally-friendly 
domestic cleaners (Opci6n Verde-Green 
Option), the products were about 25 percent 
more expensive to produce than traditional 
cleaning products, but still price-competitive. 
The result was that Opci6n Verde doubled sales 
estimates in its first year. The successes of 
Brassovora and other "green" companies have 
led others to realize that in order to be com-
petitive in the marketplace their products must 
be high in quality, reasonably priced and envi-
ronmentally sound. 
National Environmental Degradation 
Perhaps the most influential factor affect-
ing the change in attitude toward environmen-
tal policy in Argentina has been the severity of 
the environmental problems. It is a fact that 
Argentina's greatest strength lies in its vast nat-
ural resource potential. But it is just as true that 
the apathy about sustainable development has 
led to the degradation of some of the most 
prized of the country's once-seemingly-endless 
natural resources. (Marqueti, p. 18) The areas 
of major concern have been water pollution and 
erosion. 
The number one environmental problem 
for urban areas has been water pollution; and 
since 87 percent of Argentines live in urban 
areas it is a problem that affects a majority of 
the people. (World Bank, 1994, p. 223) Surface 
water has been affected by industrial effluents 
and sewage, only a minimal portion of which 
receives proper treatment before being dis-
charged into the country's major rivers. The 
continuous negligence has resulted in the pol-
lution of even the major river basins, such as La 
Plata, which possesses a great capacity for self-
purification. The Reconquista and the Matanza-
Riachuelo, two rivers that cross the Buenos 
Aires metropolitan area, suffer such high levels 
of organic and industrial pollution that they are 
considered "dead." (Marqueti, p. 18) The prob-
lem of contamination of underground water 
resources has reached alarming proportions, 
especially in the suburbs of Buenos Aires where 
the basic infrastructure is unable to meet the 
needs of unplanned urban growth. (Herrera, p. 
9) Increasingly, drinking water has been drawn 
from contaminated sources in need of signifi-
cant investments in water purification systems. 
Controlling water pollution has been a difficult 
task here because of the many state, municipal 
and provincial offices with jurisdiction over 
some aspect of hydric resources, with each office 
having different priorities, budgets, and techni-
cal resources. In 1985 a Hydric Resources 
Secretariat study found more than 104 nation-
al and provincial agencies in the area of water. 
(Marqueti, p. 19) In the past the overlapping 
jurisdiction of the agencies has prevented the 
implementation of effective action to clean up 
the water. In order to improve the situation, 
Argentina has recently undertaken the privati-
zation of Obras Sanitarias de Ia Naci6n (the 
national water authority). Among the important 
tasks which the private sector proprietor must 
accomplish is the expansion of the sewerage sys-
tem, as well as the improvement and modern-
ization of the treatment facilities . 
Not all of Argentina's environmental prob-
lems are urban. In fact, one of the most urgent 
environmental problems facing the country has 
been the degradation of its most valuable 
resource: the land. Most of the open land in the 
country has been affected by some form of 
degradation ahd erosion. The most frequent 
causes have been nonsustainable cultivation 
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practices and overgrazing. A recent study 
showed that as much as 46 percent of the arable 
land in Argentina showed signs of erosion. 
Another study showed that one-third of the rich 
pampas was moderately to severely eroded, 
though still recoverable. The situation is dif-
ferent in Argentina's arid and semi-arid regions 
such as Patagonia, where unsustainable sheep 
grazing has brought the land past the point of 
no return. The overall effect of land degrada-
tion has been the shrinking worldwide demand 
for Argentine cereal grains. (Marqueti, pp. 19-
20) The environmental degradation of 
Argentina hindered economic growth potential 
to such extremes that a national environmen-
tal strategy became inevitable. 
Recent Criticisms of Argentina's 
Environmental Policy 
Argentina has quickly and aggressively 
confronted the problems of environmental 
quality, but as with most policy actions there 
has been criticism. The most often heard criti-
cism of Argentina's environmental manage-
ment concerns the ineffectiveness that results 
from the institutional framework of the envi-
ronmental sector. It has been said that envi-
ronmental policies are still scattered and unco-
ordinated across various laws, as well as across 
different levels of government. Moreover, the 
lack of coordination tends to generate excessive 
duplication of efforts, contradictions in policy 
and legal oversights. Some critics say that 
COFEMA, the organization created to overcome 
bureaucratic inefficiencies, has not been grant-
ed enough authority to effectively perform its 
function. (IADB, 1993, p. 5) Furthermore, envi-
ronmental regulatory institutions have been 
criticized because of the absence of standard 
methods of determining environmental prior-
ities and of fulfilling those objectives within a 
given time frame with established resources. 
("A Political and Institutional Map," pp. 18-19) 
In regards to the Secretariat, there has been no 
scarcity of criticism since it was created in 1991. 
The most frequent complaints center on the 
shortage of concrete action and the dearth of 
clear-cut projects for the future. The 
Secretariat, on the other hand, has countered 
by arguing that important environmental leg-
islation still awaits enforcement because it is 
awaiting approval from provincial legislatures. 
But even where the Secretariat has jurisdiction, 
it has been accused of not properly employing 
policy power. The most often cited example of 
this is the severely-pollutedMatanza-Riachuelo 
river basin. For several years, the Secretariat's 
action in this area was limited to the prepara-
tion for tendering bids for the clean-up opera-
tion. Then in 1995 when the Secretariat final-
ly secured an international contract for 
cleaning the river, some opposition subsided. 
(Seoane, "Administrating the Resources," pp. 
16-17) On the other hand, the Secretariat com-
plained about insufficient funding from the fed-
eral budget, but this criticism was withdrawn 
when it was granted a 30 million dollar loan 
from the IADB for an Institutional Fortification 
Program in 1993. (Lobeto, "Dollars Green 
Equals Eco-Green," p. 56) The purpose of the 
program has been to develop a national envi-
ronmental policy, to reinforce the technical 
capacity of the Secretariat and to promote envi-
ronmental education. (Seoane, "Administrating 
the Resources," p. 17) 
The structural problems affecting the effi-
cient development and implementation of envi-
ronmental policies in Argentina are expected to 
be reduced with a favorable interpretation of 
Article No. 67 of the national constitution, 
which provides the federal government with 
authority to pass legislation conducive to the 
prosperity and welfare of the provincial popu-
lations. (IADB, 1990, p. 7) In other words, the 
federal government will have more authority to 
create and enforce environmental regulations. 
Furthermore, in August 1994 an amendment 
to the constitution turned the Secretariat into 
the new Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Human Environment, which broadened its 
responsibilities to include government action 
affecting the quality of life in general. Increased 
funding and broader responsibilities and 
authority over environmental concerns will 
enable the new ministry to develop an efficient 
and effective national environmental policy. 
Most other criticisms of environmental 
legislation in Argentina have been directed at 
the Hazardous Waste Law, although most com-
ments are applicable to all environmental reg-
ulations in Argentina. (Cano, p. 43) The 
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Hazardous Waste Law was the first purely envi-
ronmentallaw with federal jurisdiction cover-
ing water, land and air. (Futrell, p. 53) The effec-
tiveness of the law has been questioned because 
it is believed that not nearly enough environ-
mental complaints have been filed. Increasing 
environmental education in Argentina has been 
offered as a possible solution to this problem, 
since the limited number of complaints could 
be due to the lack of environmental awareness 
among Argentines, as well as to ignorance of 
certain aspects of the Hazardous Waste Law. 
Furthermore, once complaints are filed, the 
expert evidence required to bring the violators 
to justice is sometimes lacking because 
Argentina has a shortage of technical resources 
and expertise. Moreover, the law provides no 
specific standards for determining what is and 
what is not hazardous waste, thus opening the 
door to a mass of opposing scientific opinion 
and philosophical discussion about levels of tol-
erable risk in every legal action. In spite of these 
problems, however, several hundred cases have 
been tried by the federal courts since the law 
was created. Additionally, the defined responsi-
bilities for hazardous waste places businesses 
in the position of having to invest in improve-
ments or risk legal action. (Perrier, "Agile Laws 
are Effective Laws," pp. 46-47) 
Conclusion 
It is still to soon to evaluate the success of 
the environmental actions which have occurred 
in Argentina since 1990, but the eagerness with 
which the country has addressed the issues 
must be recognized. For example, five years ago 
Argentina did not have a federal organization 
to address environmental issues, a significant 
number of environmental NGOs or develop-
ment projects for the purpose of improving 
environmental quality. Nor did its domestic 
businesses usually give any thought to the envi-
ronmental consequences of their decisions. 
Overall, the significant progress made and the 
potential for future action carry with them the 
promise of bringing decisive changes in envi-
ronmental quality through concrete national 
and regional programs. 
Improvements in environmental quality 
require financing, which in a developing coun-
try like Argentina is limited. But Argentina's 
ambitious environmental developments fol-
lowed one of her most critical periods in recent 
years: the 1980's debt crisis. (Herrera, p. 1) In 
light of the financial situation of Argentina and 
the arguments put forth by the South in the 
North-South debate, it is reasonable to ask just 
what has been responsible for the change in the 
Argentine perspective. When one examines the 
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many influences which have affected the envi-
ronmental policy of Argentina, it becomes clear 
that the common thread among all these influ-
ences is the notion of increasing economic 
growth. In other words, Argentina has 
addressed her environmental issues precisely 
because the goal for economic growth has coin-
cided with the goal for improved environmen-
tal quality. 
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